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The designer as strategist: response from MA alumni
N. Gornick Brunel University, UK

Abstract
The underlying ambition behind the Brunel programme was to generate new kinds of design
professional who understood the contextual dimension of design work, and are able to respond to
these wider revolutionary changes and contribute hugely to the development of new concepts and
products within organisations. They also respond to the demand for closer ties between design and
its social and industrial context by taking up roles as integrators and catalysts for innovation and
change.
Graduates from Brunel have been accepted into manufacturing and service companies as well as
design consultancies. They are valued because they have crossed the tribal divide, they speak
something of the new language of management, they have adequate structural understanding of
institutions and corporate affairs, and they have been taught to be good flexible team workers. They
do not, however, abandon their platform of design skills, or their understanding of creative
processes. These abilities become transformed.
The author's research output to date has focused mainly on an investigation of the value of
academic and industry partnership. This paper is part of a series looking at the nature of both
programmes - collaboration with industry and the career paths of graduates. It will focus on
responses from 1999/2000 Brunel alumni and constitute an analysis of learning outcomes and in
particular, new skills of the MA graduates now retained in quite different organisations.
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The designer as strategist: response from MA alumni
Introduction
The last two decades have seen astonishing revolutionary changes which have an impact upon the
work of designers. The most obvious revolutions have taken place in the development of new
materials, in advanced manufacturing technology, and in information technology. There have also
been parallel shifts in organisational thought, and in the generation of wider more acute social and
economic perspectives. At one level enterprise management is now much more concerned with
creativity, vision, team working and empowerment, and at another level global conditions are
perceived as more chaotic and complex. The former is in many ways a response to the latter.
Because the world is more complex and difficult to understand then new organisational perceptions,
models and tools are needed.
After many years of promotion by government and design institutions, most companies are now
aware of the enhanced value that design can bring to their organizations. Management personnel
know that design is vital in innovation strategy but may struggle to integrate it successfully in their
businesses. How company personnel are selected for design-related decision-making is still a
subject attracting much scrutiny and deliberation. Enterprises expect innovation from designers
without being overly explicit about their concerns and requirements. For their part, average
designers very often lack skills to describe basic kinds of innovation or how much difference they
might make once achieved.
Design, in all disciplines, is now acknowledged as a valuable resource. Designers, now in positions
of increased influence towards their clients and consumers, may not be using this influence
effectively enough. Designers need to know more and take on more challenges. Exclusion from
major design decision-making processes in client companies need not be a permanent state of
affairs (Gornick 2001).
UK design schools have responded to some of the technical developments, (for instance through
CAD, IT, electronic media and the use of experimental materials) but the wider revolutions have
had little impact in undergraduate design education. In the UK there are now a number of postgraduate courses which in various ways are attempts to change the mainstream culture of design
education and respond to these wider issues. There is a shift to analytical and contextual work
which has an important influence on changing design graduate career paths. Beyond that, individual
MA programs have differences in emphasis - components in the new MAs are similar but the aims
vary.

The Brunel programme
The first formal manifestation of the new contextual MAs occurred at the RCA in 1989-91.The
author constructed and taught that RCA course with David Walker from the Open University. It
may be viewed as a comprehensive pilot scheme for the Brunel Masters programme that followed.
At Brunel, the MA Design, Strategy and Innovation programme was unique in that it sought to
place design graduates in the heartland of enterprise as high up the organisational ladder as possible
in order to influence the integration of design more effectively. The author’s intention, as founder
director of the Brunel MA DSI course from1993 to 2001, was to place graduates of this programme
directly into manufacturing and service companies in roles equal in status to middle or senior
management. The key focus was on industry-based research projects. The Brunel programme
continues to grow well but with less emphasis now on these industry-focused objectives.
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The underlying ambition behind the Brunel programme was to generate new kinds of design
professional who understood the contextual dimension of design work, and are able to respond to
these wider revolutionary changes and contribute hugely to the development of new concepts and
products within organisations. They also respond to the demand for closer ties between design and
its social and industrial context by taking up roles as integrators and catalysts for innovation and
change.
Graduates from Brunel have been accepted into manufacturing and service companies as well as
design consultancies. They are valued because they have crossed the tribal divide, they speak
something of the new language of management, they have adequate structural understanding of
institutions and corporate affairs, and they have been taught to be good flexible team workers. They
do not, however, abandon their platform of design skills, or their understanding of creative
processes. These abilities become transformed (Walker and Gornick 1996).
The author’s research output to date has focused mainly on an investigation of the value of
academic and industry partnership. This paper is part of a series looking at the nature of both
programmes’ collaboration with industry and the career paths of graduates. It will focus on response
from 1999/2000 Brunel alumni and constitute an analysis of learning outcomes and in particular,
new skills of the MA graduates now retained in quite different organisations. The graduates entered
their employment after completing the programme and it is their qualitative response to issues
relating their training to their career trajectories that will form the basis of this study.

Designer as strategist
This paper begins with the basic premise that in the new millennium design is only half-fulfilling its
promise. Designers have qualities that enable them to do far more than design. As a result of long
term, and ultimately successful promotion by government, design institutions and finally media,
designers have reached a stage of recognition they have long aspired to, but a level which does not
do justice to their range of thinking or inventiveness. For the most part designers are not grasping
the opportunities now open to them.
There is much discussion in design circles currently on the need for design to adopt more strategic
arguments, but also considerable confusion as to what strategic thinking for designers might
actually entail. Strategic thinking in organisations is concerned with setting appropriate goals and
creating pathways for future decision-making. With their innate starting position of posing the
question “what if?” designers are in key positions to help to push management ideas forward. They
can produce models, prototypes and drawings to show in visual terms what their ideas entail and
they can champion their proposals persuasively with visually enhanced presentations.
Unfortunately there are two main obstacles at present that inhibit most designers from adopting this
route. In the first place, designers are not trained at undergraduate level to take up these tasks in
organisations, their basic education has unspoken parameters which concentrate on the project in
hand and clients’ given brief.
Secondly, there is natural divergence between inventive, free-ranging creative designers and
rationalist and analytical management personnel. The continual tension and potential conflict
require resolution. Only a few designers have purposefully gained sufficient knowledge of the real
world to be able to sustain arguments coherently. Here we have a conundrum. Managers now know
about the “What” and the “Why” of design but they are still unsure of the “How”. Designers are
now in an enhanced position to lead and yet they have been constrained by their education into
thinking that strategic activity is not part of their range of responsibility.
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And yet, if we look at the ideal characteristics of people required to manage the many scenarios of
organisational change, according to management gurus Harvey-Jones (1994) and Handy (1995) the
skills they prescribe bear a remarkably strong resemblance to those inherent in experienced design
activity - the ability to conceptualise, supply prototypes quickly and offer an enhanced
understanding of the consumer/user. Couple this with the fact that working patterns in most areas
have changed significantly as a result of new technology and new management systems and it
would appear that more experienced design-trained graduates need to take the leap into strategic
positions both in industrial companies and design consultancies. Only a few so far have adopted
these new roles.
The idea behind the RCA and Brunel programmes was to take design-trained graduates with work
experience and to expose them to a range of new contextual thinking that would mirror economic
and business issues and all the concerns of current enterprise activity. The aim was to present
students with new options for a range of careers that, at the time, fell under the banner of design
management. The unique proposition of the curriculum was formal industry-based research projects
that would be assessed and credited with equal status to output in academic theory. The intention
was to generate people who would become boundary crossers by broadening student perspectives
and enlarging the range of their working roles. We were totally transparent about the programme’s
aims. Students understood that they would be learning new languages in order to engage in a totally
different quality of dialogue.

Left and right sides of the brain
Designers have fundamentally different ways of thinking that is by taking lateral leaps and making
barely rational metaphors and associations. They work through tangible detailed modelling and
prototypes. There is an understandable tension between design and management in organizations
and design is seen to represent the forces of creativity and management represents the forces of
control. The one seems to resist the other but both creativity and control are necessary. Mutual trust
and respect are needed. Design management principles are necessary to hold the two sides together,
and to seek rapport between people who have a lot to offer each other, although they think
differently. Good communication and interpersonal skills are a major component of the programme
philosophy. Both RCA and Brunel programmes emphasised group projects which provided students
with an immediate immersion into both the trials and benefits of team activity and the tangible
experience of working directly in industrial companies.

Knowledge and learning
The theme of this study is the communication juxtaposition between the individual, the team and
the organisation as a whole. Stacey’s (2000) work on strategic management and organisational
dynamics emphasises the importance of narrative, conversation and learning from one’s own
experience as the major ways of gaining understanding and knowledge of strategy in organisations.
He encourages students to reflect upon the usefulness of their own experiences in future activity.
Pfeffer and Sutton (1999) analyse companies overcoming barriers to turning performance
knowledge into organisational actions and maintain that taking action in a prescribed setting and
confronting problems makes learning more efficient as it is grounded in real experience.
Stacey (2000) says: “When we talk about communications we try to explain complex human
processes in language taken from a mixture of cognitive psychology and psychoanalysis. Both of
these psychologies start from the position of the autonomous individual. For the former, group and
society are simply formed by individuals who are then influenced by what they have formed. In the
latter, group and society play a much more important role in that the individual mind is structured
by the clash between individual drives and social prohibition”. There is another way of thinking
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about human nature to be found in sociology, social constructionism, and in something like group
analytic theory. From this perspective, the individual is social through and through to the core. The
individual mind and social relations are simply two different perspectives on the same phenomenon.
Motivation and energy for relating arise in relating.
These days there is much discussion about the “learning organisation” and “knowledge creating
company”. This is partly driven by new technology wherein no single individual can keep up to
date with all the recent developments and partly by looser styles of open management. The
underlying ambition behind the Brunel program was to generate new kinds of design professional
who are able to respond to the demand for closer ties between design and industry by taking up
roles as integrators and catalysts for innovation and change. The significance of bringing received
wisdom and point of application together is described by Binney and Williams (1997) who point
out: “Learning, in the sense of an increasing capacity to do things, does not take place in the
classroom or in a workshop or even on a company ‘awayday’. It happens as people ‘do’ as they
interact with others and reflect on their experience. Learning comes from bringing thinking and
doing together”.

Making connections
Graduates from Brunel are accepted into industry and valued because they have crossed the tribal
divide, they speak something of the new language of management, they have adequate structural
understanding of institutions and corporate affairs, and they have been taught to be good flexible
team workers. They do not, however, abandon their platform of design skills, or their understanding
of creative processes. Rather they bring these abilities and insights to the company, but now newly
expressed and embodied in a form and language that managers can readily understand. The
response from UK industrial companies has been swift and positive. Many company contacts have
written to praise the work of the students and to support the direction of the program (Walker and
Gornick 1996).
The curriculum was not an easy process to follow; it demanded much from students. Stacey (2000)
argues that there is a recognized struggle in each human to retain personal freedom, to take leaps
into the unknown and at the same time to seek the reassurance of familiar landscapes and systems.
Stacey describes it as “the paradoxical human need to fuse into a group and yet remain an
individual”. Dialogue is where two parties exchange views about paradoxical situations, each
having the intention of modifying their position in the light of the views and evidence presented by
the other. Each participant is open to being influenced by the other. Argument is simply stating
positions without any intention of moving. Dialogue is thus the required process for intelligent
reasoning.
Conversational life cannot develop according to an overall blueprint since no one has the power to
determine what others will talk about all the time. Creativity, innovation and learning are all
transformations of organising themes as they reproduce themselves. Stacey concludes that the key
to this transformation is diversity. “The fundamental requirement for transformation is non-average,
deviant, maverick or eccentric behaviour on the part of the entities comprising a system”.

Monitoring and evaluation
In shaping the new Brunel curriculum with my colleague David Walker from the OU it became
apparent that constant monitoring and evaluation would be required. There were 3 reasons for this.
First, major components of the programme were formal industry-based research exercises for
students. In sequence, the first of these was a student team design management audit of a selected
company and the second, an individual student internship in a company either already known to the
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programme or newly selected by the student. These industry-based exercises involved complex
organization by the author with industrial companies who were involved in continual change and an
increasingly volatile economic climate. As there was a formal student assessment by credited report
and presentation, these projects had to be monitored closely. Secondly, programme material and
references could never be static but had to reflect constantly changing economic and business
environments. Fiinally, these programmes were undertaken as an experiment in design education.
This evaluation process started in earnest when the programme started at Brunel in 1994. It had to
be proved that the idea was sound and where modifications were required. Feedback from both
industrial partners and graduates of the programme was paramount.
Over the 12 year period of directing these programmes the author has observed certain emergent
patterns in graduate outcomes. Some were to be expected and others evolved from specific elements
in the curriculum. It had been decided early in programme planning that there would be a limit on a
yearly intake of up to 15 students in order to allow for maximum student/tutor interface and a
continual opportunity for students to discuss and present their ideas both formally and informally.
We wanted all voices to be heard in discussion. As a result of this decision the group dynamic in
each yearly intake became very pronounced.
Advancing into new areas of strategic thinking and relating new material to their own career
potential was a steep learning curve for students. A high diver learns his or her skill in the
swimming pool by tackling successively higher levels of diving boards. It is a frightening process
and challenging at the same time. At each stage something new is learned about the individual’s
skills and capabilities and especially, their courage quotient. It is evident that support of peer group
members going through the same exercises at the same time is a key factor in successful knowledge
gain and strong motivation for achievement (Gornick and Inns 2000).
The students in year 1999/2000 formed a particularly strong group. Their comments on the year’s
teaching and learning throws some light on the levels of their adoption of the new language.
Structure and curriculum of the course as a whole:
TG: (Graduate employed by Oyster Digital Design consultancy) The curriculum of the course
exceeded my expectations. On reflection and due to the emergence of new technologies and digital
industries in the past year, I feel that there should be much more emphasis on new economy
businesses, systems and practices. Apart from this, the curriculum was a broad, introduction to the
scope of design management. The theory work served as excellent material and tools to equip us in
the real world!
JD: (Graduate is partner in strategic consultancy, Engine) Overall course structure and curriculum is
excellent and would seem to cover all the relevant/most pertinent issues, allowing students the
opportunity to specialize in their particular areas of interest. Audit and internship programmers are
vital, allows specific elements of taught course to be implemented in practice. The industry links
proved to be an excellent way of gaining employment, and experiences provide intellectual ‘food’
for the final dissertation.
DT: (Graduate is Innovation Scouting and Planning Manager at Orange) In the curriculum of the
MADSI course, one module feeds into another and so when it comes to ‘practice’ during the audit,
students are well prepared. Don’t change the structure.
SC: (Graduate is employed by l’Oreal, France) The structure of the course is fine but very intense
for one year. It would be advisable to make sure that anyone interested in doing the course knows in
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advance. The curriculum is very interesting. The nature of the course is great, very fulfilling, with a
good mix of lecturers.
Relationship between theoretical and practical elements, particularly the value of the practical:
TG: The group audit project served as a good introduction to the application of our newly taught
design management and strategic skills within a commercial context. Lessons learned from the first
3 months were put to test in an environment that was wholly welcoming of our work (HSBC being
the case study). This led to a productive 4 weeks where students were able to test theories, explore
new ways of working and develop techniques taught. The support of working amongst a team
further enhanced the opportunity and our confidence to explore our new roles and skills.
The second practical exercise; the internship period, took this process of student development
towards employment one step further. The internship period (in Oyster consultancy) again served as
an excellent period to exercise new skills, but also test the water and discover particular attributes.
It provided excellent opportunities to make contacts in industry and extended relationships with the
host companies. This was a tough period but valuable.
AF: (Graduate employed by Oyster Digital Design consultancy) The internship period is very
important to employment. My time at IBM serves as a real door-opener to potential employers, and
the experience of the audit is something that sounds very impressive during interviews. I originally
started the course because I was fed up free-lancing and I wanted a new direction to take my design
skills into industry. The course has provided me with an excellent springboard to take me into
industry.
SC: It is very valuable to apply the theory when doing the internship.
CT: (Graduate is Head of Product development at Innovata, a medical device manufacturing
company) One of the great strengths of the course is this new cognitive view (which) is put to the
test through the use of design audit and internship, both of which I thoroughly enjoyed.
DT: Moving from academic theory to practice is salutary. Creating ideas in the university context
is easy; implementing them in practice is very difficult. Two weeks after I arrived to start my
internship at Orange, the person who took me on left to start another job. I had convinced him that
my research into a fuzzy, intangible area would be useful for the company, and his exit meant I had
to find my way without a champion for a while. By learning new languages and ways of
communicating, I managed to make a diffuse area more focused, more understandable.
The holistic outlook and strategic content of the Brunel master’s program enabled me to consider
the audience whenever I speak in the company. Marketers and engineers don't talk together easily;
people with an industrial design background can encourage communication. So I changed my
language, established a role, and brought more people in for what we call ‘innovation scouting’,
which functions internally for related products and planning and externally for new ideas and new
technology. The most important aspect of corporate life, I have found, is personal relationships and
networking.

Learning outcomes
TG: Learning outcomes led to a confidence and clarity to be able to apply design and not just to
produce it; to consider elements of design management that cover a spectrum of meanings; to
explore new areas of design outside the area of our own specializations; to work alongside a
spectrum of design practitioners within the group, gaining a better picture of the real potential for
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design and design management; to make contacts in business on a senior level; and the confidence
to write reports and conduct presentations.
AF: The over-riding thing about the course that made it special for me is what you can learn from
your peers. The lectures opened our minds to different ways of seeing things, and this was taken
further by discussions with my classmates.
DT: The thing that brings the course alive is the mix of people on it and the different experiences
they bring. I believe our year was very fortunate to have a range of people who all had similar
aspirations about how design can be used strategically and yet had a varied background. This aspect
is helped through the recruitment of students who have work experiences that they can bring as well
as more general life experiences. This is not to say that recruits should not come straight from
university, but they should be very strong candidates if they do.
JD: Overall, I’m convinced that this kind of curriculum should be taught before any BA course, but
that gets us into a whole debate about the British design education system.
Deliverables ie. Employment potential:
TG: Employee potential has been highly fertile from this year’s MADSI. This is the result of a
combination of the excellence of the course and the teaching, but also the enthusiasm and
connectivity of an excellent set of students. This connectivity and enthusiasm should be wholly
encouraged.
AF: I am delighted with the choice of course I made; I have numerous different skills that I feel I
could use to obtain employment. I have a good job and I have learned lots.
JD: Deliverables (if anything) should be slightly more project based, I think this might provide
better employment potential; the highly strategic nature of the course may I think possibly scare
some employers and make students appear ‘over-qualified’.
DT: I got exactly what I wanted out of the course, which is surprising, considering that I didn’t
know what that was. My objective was a change in career direction. The course doesn’t just open
your mind; it turns it inside out. I firmly believe that I would have been unable to secure the
position I now hold had it not been for the learning I have gone through over the last year.
CT: Fundamentally the MADSI course stimulated me to consider design at new levels and with
greater breadth. This stimulus was complimented with the tools to inquire and think both
strategically and in an innovative way. I now have the confidence to comment on, and manage,
design within industry.

Conclusions
In examining the relationship between the individual student and his or her peer group, it is evident
that the course made its intentions transparent. Graduates for the most part, although agreeing with
the philosophy of the course and aware of the outline curriculum, found the theoretical material new
and challenging. The formal team-based audit was a successful exercise in terms of an initial foray
into the corporate world. The individual student internship was a more complex undertaking and
stretched student interpersonal and diplomatic skills.
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The value of the industry-based research activity is seen as an important departure for this type of
post-graduate programme enabling graduates to experience at first hand the problems and dilemmas
that occur regularly in modern enterprises subject to continual change.
The students were encouraged to function equally well as individuals or in groups either as leaders
or members of the team. In discovering new roles for themselves and at the same time recognizing
new facets of their own personalities. In the year 1999/2000 the peer group reinforced their
emergent new personal knowledge.
The standard of teaching and particularly the wide range of tutors’ expertise was welcomed.
Experienced students appreciate differences of opinion in lectures. They have a better opportunity
to understand where they stand personally in the spectrum of taught theory. Graduate response
reveals that informal discussions in the group evidently played an important part in further
analyzing and reinforcing taught theory. In the collective memory of the graduates surveyed, the
information retained as a result of informal discussions was vital in developing individual
knowledge resources.
The change in graduate perceptions, knowledge and language opens doorways to career options
hitherto unexplored. There have been indications that their new skills are not always readily
understood, especially by human resource departments that have established formulae to follow. A
design-based graduate would be seen as being a designer, rather than a design strategist. Graduates,
however, have entered organizations and have been employed as a result of their ability to invent a
new role specifically for their host organization.
It is to be expected that resistance may be encountered in many spheres, in education, but much less
so industry. It is essential to find champions in organizations to support students undertaking these
research-based projects. In each team audit, and two took place each year with teams of around 7
students in each, a company liaison was appointed to monitor students’ progress with course
director. In the individual student internship this role was not covered in each instance, hence the
history of DT at Orange.

Final note
The programmes at RCA and Brunel started out, essentially, as an experiment. They challenged the
orthodoxy of design education. There was bound to be some resistance to the ethos and ideas. It was
one thing for the author and colleagues to argue the case and quite another to expose graduates to
the conflicting opinions. They have risen to the challenge well. There is continual communication
between staff and alumni, and a strong solidarity. Career patterns continue to be monitored.
Alumni are always considerate of recent graduates and make every effort to help them whenever
possible. There are two MADSI alumni currently teaching in the Design Department at
Runnymede, one is a lecturer on the current MADSI course .
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